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SUBJECT

An update on Sound Transit's process for developing a November 2016 ballot measure for system expansion, including review of a draft priority projects list for public comment.

SUMMARY

On May 28, the Sound Transit Board approved the attached draft priority projects list for public input (Attachment 1). Agencies and individuals are asked to submit comments with respect to the draft list by July 15, 2015. Today’s briefing will include a brief overview of high capacity transit planning in the central Puget Sound region, existing taxing authority and revenue challenges. The briefing will also summarize planning activities to date for a potential Sound Transit 3 ballot measure, the current planning framework, and key milestones and decision points for the Sound Transit Board of Directors.  Sound Transit staff will be available to respond to Council questions.

BACKGROUND

Chronology of High Capacity Transit Planning. The Puget Sound region has been planning for high capacity transit since the 1960s. Attachment 2 provides a chronology of these efforts.

RTA Formation and Funding Authority. In July 1993, King, Pierce and Snohomish Counties formed the Central Puget Sound Regional Transit Authority (RTA) as provided for in state law (Chapter 81.112 RCW). Members of the Board of Directors (the “board”) are appointed by the county executive and confirmed by the legislative authority of each member county, following consultation with city and town jurisdictions within the service area. State law defines the parameters for these appointments.[footnoteRef:1] Membership is in proportion to the counties' populations. The Secretary of Transportation or the secretary's designee also serves as a member of the board, with voting status upon approval of a majority of the other members of the board. County representation is currently as follows: [1:  As per RCW 81.112.040, each member of the board, except the secretary of transportation or the secretary's designee, shall be: 
     (a) An elected official who serves on the legislative authority of a city or as mayor of a city within the boundaries of the authority; 
     (b) On the legislative authority of the county, if fifty percent of the population of the legislative official's district is within the authority boundaries; or 
     (c) A county executive from a member county within the authority boundaries. 
When making appointments, each county executive shall ensure that representation on the board includes an elected city official representing the largest city in each county and assures proportional representation from other cities, and representation from unincorporated areas of each county within the service area. At least one-half of all appointees from each county shall serve on the governing authority of a public transportation system.
] 
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The State enabling legislation for an RTA allows an RTA to levy the following taxes:  

(1) Retail sales and use tax of up to 0.9%; 
(2) Motor vehicle excise tax (MVET) of up to 0.8%; 
(3) Employer tax of up to $2.50 per employee per month; and 
(4) Sales and use tax of up to 2.172% on taxable retail car rentals. 

The first three taxes may be levied based on a simple majority vote within a regional transit district. The car rental tax can be implemented by board action, if voters have approved the levy of a motor vehicle excise tax. A regional transit authority can pledge the revenues from any of these taxes to the repayment of bonds issued for high-capacity transit purposes. Once approved by voters, the taxes may be implemented by a vote of the board and may continue in perpetuity at the board’s discretion.

Sound Transit's MVET authority was repealed by Initiative 776 in 2002 but in December 2006 the state Supreme Court ruled that Sound Transit can continue collecting its 0.3 percent motor vehicle excise tax until the agency's 30-year bonds are retired in 2028.

Previous Successful Ballot Measures. Voters have approved funding for two Sound Transit ballot measures. The first of these measures was approved by voters in a November 1996 referendum, authorizing a 0.4% sales tax and 0.3% motor vehicle excise tax to pay for light rail between the University District in Seattle and the City of SeaTac; 18 new express bus routes; and commuter rail service between the cities of Everett and Lakewood (see Attachment 3, Sound Move System Map). After the referendum, the board also authorized a rental car tax of 0.8%.

Voters approved a second measure in November 2008 authorizing an additional 0.5% sales tax to add 36 miles of light rail to reach the Overlake Transit Center in the City of Redmond, Northgate in the City of Seattle, and South 272nd Street in the City of Des Moines; a 17% increase in express bus service; and 65% more commuter rail capacity (see Attachment 4, Sound Transit 2 System Map).

Program Realignment.  In December 2010, facing a steep decline in revenues as a result of the Great Recession, the Sound Transit Board approved Motion No. M2010-102. That motion put into place a "Program Realignment" that reduced funding for some projects and suspended others (see Attachment 5). Sound Transit's 2014 Financial Plan reported that tax revenues were 29 percent ($4.6 billion) below the 15-year financial forecast included in the 2008 voter-approved plan, as a result of the economic downturn.  The Financial Plan confirmed that Sound Transit would not be able to complete all the Sound Transit 2 programs by 2023 as originally set forth in the plan approved by voters.  As shown in Attachment 1, options for Sound Transit 3 include fully funding some projects previously "realigned" due to lower-than-expected revenue.

Next Steps:  System Maintenance and/or Expansion. Neither the sales and use tax nor the rental car tax has a sunset provision; however, the Sound Transit MVET collections will expire at the end of 2028. Upon completion of the Sound Move and Sound Transit 2 capital improvements, the board can choose to roll back tax rates to a level sufficient to retire outstanding bonds, pay for asset replacement, and operate and maintain existing facilities and services. 

Alternately, Sound Transit's 2014 Financial Plan includes the following provision for voter approval of additional capital expansion programs:

Voter Approval Requirement: The Sound Transit Board recognizes that the taxes approved by voters are intended to implement a regional transit system and to provide permanent funding for its future operations, maintenance, capital replacement and debt service. Although the board has the authority to fund ongoing costs through a continuation of the local taxes authorized by the voters, the board pledges that, after the voter-approved plan is completed, subsequent capital expansion programs requiring continued local taxes at rates above those necessary to operate and maintain the system and retire related debt will require approval by a vote of the citizens within the Sound Transit District.

Long Range Plan.  Sound Transit's Board began discussing a potential Sound Transit 3 ballot measure in July 2014, together with development of a Long Range Plan which was adopted in December 2014.[footnoteRef:2] Projects must be included in the Long Range Plan to be considered in planning for potential system expansion.  Sound Transit staff identified the following tradeoffs with respect to expanding the current light rail system: [2:  http://www.soundtransit.org/Projects-and-Plans/Sound-Transit-3/Long-range-Plan-update/Long-Range-Plan-document-archive
] 

· Completing the spine, 
· Increasing east-west connections (e.g. West Seattle, South King County, Edmonds, Paine Field)
· Supporting areas that have grown since Sound Transit 1 (e.g. Kirkland, Redmond, Ballard) 
· Supporting future demographics (e.g. Everett’s University Center, Issaquah Highlands)
· Building a package that will have support within the taxing district.

Request for Sound Transit 3 Funding Authority. The Sound Transit Board approved its state legislative agenda on November 20, 2014. While the adopted legislative agenda does not identify a specific funding request, the agency's website specifies that Sound Transit is seeking funding authority for $15 billion in new revenue,[footnoteRef:3] including: [3:  http://www.soundtransit.org/Documents/pdf/projects/ST-3/20150325_ST-3funding_2015.pdf
] 

· Property tax up to 25-cents per $1,000 of assessed valuation
· Sales tax of up to an additional 0.5 percent; and
· Motor vehicle excise tax reauthorization of up to 0.8 percent of vehicle value.

Timeline and Milestones. Table 1 on the next page illustrates the major milestones by which the Sound Transit Board will develop a ballot measure for the November 2016 ballot, assuming legislative authorization of additional funding authority. The Board has developed core priorities which will be used to evaluate alternative system options; Sound Transit staff has developed a range of conceptual system expansion scenarios; and the Board has approved a draft priority projects list for public comment.  The Board will approve a final priority projects list in August 2015 for preliminary evaluation, and the project list will be refined and become the basis for a draft system plan by March 2016.  The Board will approve a final system plan by June 2016 for a public vote in the November 2016 general election. Key milestones are described in more detail below.

Core Priorities. Based on input from the Sound Transit Board, Sound Transit staff developed the following core priorities against which alternative system designs will be evaluated. The evaluation methodology has not yet been fully defined.

· Completing the Link light rail Spine 
· Ridership 
· Connecting the region’s designated centers with HCT 
· Promoting transit friendly land use and supporting transit-oriented development
· Advancing “Logical Next Steps” projects beyond the Spine; within financial capacity
· Socio-economic equity 
· Integration with other transit operators/transportation systems 
· Multi-modal access.
Scenario Expansion Scenarios. Attachment 2 displays a number of draft high capacity expansion scenarios as shown to the Sound Transit board at its May 28, 2015 meeting. According to Sound Transit staff, the scenarios highlight trade-offs between completing the north-south spine versus more connections within the core. The scenarios also correspond to a range of funding levels, from no new funding authority to approximately $20 billion. The scenarios address the requirement in RCW 81.104.100 for high capacity transportation system planning to consider a range of capital investments.[footnoteRef:4] The scenarios do not include all of the priority projects approved by the Board on May 28, 2015 for public comment, nor do they consider subarea equity constraints (see below).  [4:  (b) Development of options. Options to be studied shall be developed to ensure an appropriate range of technologies and service policies can be evaluated. A do-nothing option and a low capital option that maximizes the current system shall be developed. Several higher capital options that consider a range of capital expenditures for several candidate technologies shall be developed.] 


Table 1.  Milestones in Sound Transit 3 Development
	Milestone
	Month
	Topic

	Detailed Schedule
	February 2015
	· Final Core Priorities
· Detailed 2015 Schedule

	Conceptual Scenarios Development and Evaluation
	March
	· Summary of Methodology
· Draft Conceptual System Expansion Scenarios

	
	April
	· Conceptual System Expansion Scenarios
· Evaluation Measures Based on Core Priorities

	
	May
	· Conceptual System Expansion Scenarios Evaluation Results
· Evaluation Measures to Develop Project Priorities List

	Development of Priority Projects List
	June
	· Socio-Economic and Land Use Factors in System Plan Development
· Draft Priority Project List

	
	June/July
	· Public Involvement on Draft Priority List

	
	July/August
	· Finalize Priority Project List

	Project Templates and Detailed Project Testing & Evaluation
	September
	· Preliminary Evaluation:  Completed Project Templates for Priority Project List

	
	October
	· Priority Projects to Advance for Continued Evaluation

	
	November/December
	· Refined Priority Project List for consideration in Draft System Plan

	Develop System Plan
	January – March 2016
	· Develop Draft System Plan

	
	April – June 2016
	· Public Involvement
· Develop Final System Plan


Priority Projects List. On May 28, the Sound Transit Board approved a draft priority projects list for public input (see Attachment 1). Agencies and individuals are asked to submit comments with respect to the draft list by July 15, 2015. The Board will approve a final priority projects list in August 2015 for preliminary evaluation, and the project list will be refined and become the basis for a draft system plan by March 2016. The priority projects list includes five categories:
· Realigned projects (some of those that were deferred and/or suspended in 2010 due to revenue shortfalls)
· Enhancements supporting the existing system 
· Corridors from Sound Transit 2 high capacity transit studies
· System wide programs and studies from the 2014 long range plan
· Supporting system expansion.

Expert Review Panel. As required by RCW 81.104.110, the WSDOT has formed an Expert Review Panel as required by state law to "assure appropriate system plan assumptions and to provide for review of system plan results."[footnoteRef:5] The Panel's review is to "concentrate on service modes and concepts, costs, patronage and financing evaluations." The 10-member panel will meet quarterly and send its findings to the Co-Chairs of the Joint Transportation Committee, the Governor, the Secretary of Transportation, the Puget Sound Regional Council, and the Sound Transit Board and its Chief Executive Officer. [5:  Panel members are listed with short biographies at http://www.wsdot.wa.gov/partners/erp/panel_members.html
  ] 


Subarea Equity.  Both Sound Move and Sound Transit 2 ballot measures reflected the principle of subarea equity, defined as follows in Sound Transit's 2014 Financial Plan:

Subarea equity is defined as utilizing local tax revenues for transportation programs and services that benefit the residents and businesses of a subarea generally in proportion to the level of revenues contributed by that subarea. Subareas may fund projects outside their geographic boundary only when the project benefits the residents and businesses of the funding subarea.

This is a board initiated policy and is not mandated in the RTA's enabling legislation.[footnoteRef:6] The Board has latitude to define what constitutes a benefit to a particular subarea and to expend grant revenue outside of the subarea where a project is located. Subareas for the previous ballot measures consisted of Pierce and Snohomish Counties, East King County, North King County, and South King County.  The Board could choose to define a subarea as a county or a particular corridor or to eliminate all subareas. [6:  RCW 81.112.030(8) states that the system plan approved by the authority's board before the submittal of a proposition to the voters shall contain an equity element which:
     (a) Identifies revenues anticipated to be generated by corridor and by county within the authority's boundaries;
     (b) Identifies the phasing of construction and operation of high capacity system facilities, services, and benefits in each corridor. Phasing decisions should give priority to jurisdictions which have adopted transit-supportive land use plans; and
     (c) Identifies the degree to which revenues generated within each county will benefit the residents of that county, and identifies when such benefits will accrue.] 

Upcoming Board Decisions. As shown in Table 1 above, upcoming milestones in development of the Sound Transit 3 package include several steps to refine the priority projects list into a draft system plan and transition from a draft system plan to a final system plan. Development of the core priorities, the expansion scenarios, and the priority projects list for public comment have advanced with Board concurrence but have not been subject to a formal vote of the Board. Sound Transit's enabling legislation requires a two-thirds supermajority (12 members) for approval or amendment of a system plan and system phasing decisions.

ISSUES FOR CONSIDERATION

Staff have identified the following issues with respect to the Sound Transit 3 planning process.

Priority Projects List. Agencies and individuals may choose to submit comments to Sound Transit with respect to the draft list by July 15, 2015.

Decision-Making Process. The evaluation methodology linking the core priorities to priority projects and/or a draft system plan has not been fully defined.  The absence of a transparent decision-making process may be challenging for Board members, interested stakeholders and the public.

SubArea Equity. Sound Transit staff developed the expansion scenarios without consideration of subarea equity. The Board to date has reserved the latitude to define what constitutes a benefit to a particular subarea and to expend grant revenue outside of the subarea where a project is located. The Board could choose to define a subarea as a county or a particular corridor or to eliminate all subareas.

Funding Package. Sound Transit has requested $15 billion in revenue authority for voter-approved property tax, sales tax and MVET increases. If this authority is granted, the Board will determine the final combination and level of the taxes.

ATTACHMENTS
1.  Draft Priority Projects List (for public comment)
2.  High Capacity Transit Planning Chronology
3.  Sound Move System Map
4.  Sound Transit 2 System Map
5.  Sound Transit Motion No. M2010-102 and Attachment A

INVITED
· [bookmark: _GoBack]David Beal, Director of Planning, Sound Transit
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